Henry James is often described as an international novelist, in recognition of the fact that the structnral tension of many 01 his novels and tales arises from the opposition in them of "America" to "Enrope." And he has likewise gained renown for his numerous stories of writers and artists, the structural tension of which usually results from the opposition of, in al " " d "th ld " N r h ". . al gener terms, art an e war. ow so rar as t e InternatlQn theme" is concerned, America is, of course, the new land, the land of innocence; and the American hero who ventures forth from it is consequently "new," naive, imlOcent, and very often possessed of that moral spontaneity which James so prized in the American girl.! Europe is the old land, heavy with tradition, knowing, girded by convention. The naive American is typically exposed to the conventional Old World, and his problem is to learn and understand its ways, to come to terms with it; in fact, this usually means that he must experience the evil of this old, old world and recognize it for what it is. The best of the naive Americans suffer from this experience, are "ground in the very mill of the conventional," and even die from the exposure. The worst of them, who become Europeanized Americans, adopt the imitable manners, assume the conventional behaviour; the result is a polished veneer over a spiritual void-Gilbert Osmond, Caroline Spencer's cousin, Chad Newsome, and so on. Of course, James depicts his America and especially his Europe with convincing realism; it should be clear, nevertheless, that in these novels and tales he uses the international situation metaphorically: the innocent American submitting himself to the experience of Europe is James's expression of the necessary human condition-man facing his situation in the world; it is his representation of the human dilemma. This essay will be principally concerned with the other opposition I mention above, that is, with James's examination of a particular aspect of the human dilemma, the aspect of it which touched him most personally-the dilemma of the artist.
Volume XXXI, NllmbeT 2.jarIr/Qry, 1962 r26 LYALL H. POWERS In his stories of writers and artists James expresses the particular problem in terms, as I say, of the opposition of "art" and "the world" (the terms which he used in the preface to The Tragic Muse).' These stories portray the dilemma of the artist in an uncongenial world peopled principally by a public fundamentally inimical to art; and, with the marked exception of "The Madonna of the Future" (r873), most of these stories were written and published within the decade that surrounds James's unhappy foray into the theatre in the early r890's----,.nd many of them James gathered into volumes xv and XVI of the New York Edition. This was a period (r884-r900) when James must have been acutely conscious of the particular problem these stories examine. The Tragic Muse, indeed, appeared at the very heart of this period of crisis in James's career, at the moment when he was to forsake the novel in order to write for the theatre ("pot-boiling," as it were, in the hope of the remunerative rewards available to the playwright). 3 Two letters of this period, to R. L. Stevenson on July 3 r, r888, and to his brother William two years later, make the same point: The Tragic Muse is to be his "last long novel"-at least for the foreseeable future. "For the rest of my life I hope to do lots of short things with irresponsible spaces between them.'" F. O. Matthiessen has offered a most persuasive explanation for the appearance of "The Madonna of the Future," suggesting that it too had been written at a moment of crisis in James's life. The explanation serves to associate the story closely with The Tragic Muse and with the whole group of stories which appeared between r884 and r900. In his introduction to H enry James: Stories of Writers and Artists, Matthiessen has written: "Here was James himself, already at the verge of thirty, and with hardly a start in fiction. Was he to be yet another of Emerson's young men, afraid to take the plunge? ...
[Still] James could envisage an even worse fate in the opposite extreme, that of cynical talent without an ideal.'" These several, but closely associated, facts serve to indicate James's intimate involvement with the artist's problem which these stories explore-the particular aspect, as I have called it, of the general human dilemma.
These stories divide easily enough into two general groups. The first of these we may for convenience call the "lionization group." In this group
we fmd the depiction of a gross and impercipient public which values the artist-"lionizes" him-for what will make the best show in society, and not at all for what is really the most important thing about him, his art. The artists are treated as though they were a kind of poultry: the public values these birds according to the number of eggs they can lay, never cracking the shells to discover whether they are really worth anything; or according to their fine plumage or taking ways, without bothering to see whether they can even lay (to continue the metaphor). It is a world in which, for the most part, the public either caffiIot or will not distinguish between the artist's essential being qua artist and his mere physical person, or between his works as expression of his artistic being and his works as merely a number of items in a catalogue or a bibliography. The fate of Neil Paraday in "The Death of the Lion" (1894) offers a good example of the artist's dilemma. Paraday is lionized by a society which has read about him in The Empire (a journal), but has read scarcely a word he himself has written. The lionization virtually kills him, and the callousness of "the world" is bitterly dramatized in the careless loss of his last manuscript. Only Miss Fanny Hurter, the American girl "with the face of an angel" (XV, 13 I), and the narrator refuse to contribnte to the fatal lionization. The latter helps to emphasize the point of the story as he begs an importunate interviewer to leaveParaday alone and attend to what really matters (in this instance the two volumes of Paraday's new book):
"His life's here," I went on, "and I'm so full of this admirable thing that I can't talk of anything else. The artist's life's his work, and this is the place to observe him. What he has to tel1 us he tells us with this perfection. My dear sir, the best interviewer's the best reader." (XV, II9) A happier £ate than Paraday's apparently awaits Stuart Straith and Mrs.
Harvey, the two artists of "Broken Wings" (1900), for they nltimately escape the pressing demands of social life at the country house ofMundham -a significant name, as it subtly but clearly suggests the opposition we are concerned with, ars et mundus. The Tragic Muse offers another example of the unfortunate and mistaken attitude towards the artist in the case of Peter Sherringham vis-i-vis Miriam Rooth. Sherringham quite su£!iciently embodies that social passion to which James refers in the preface to the novel: "the unappeasable curiosity for the things of the theatre; for every one of them, that is, except the drama itself, and for the 'personality' of the performer ... in particular" (VII, vii). The evil of mistaken attention to the personal life of the artist rather than to his artistic production is also expressed in the harrowing experience of Ashton Doyle's widow and his biographer in "The Real Right Thing" (1899). And finally, as I have argued elsewhere, 6 the story of Hugh Vereker is really also pointed at the failure of the public's attention to the artist's work: James rehearses the idea for "The Figure in the Carpet" in his preface to volume XV of the New York Edition: "I [had] long found the charming idea of some artist whose most characteristic intention, or cluster of intentions, should have taken all vainly for granted the public, or at the worst the not unthinkable private, exercise of penetration .... [that is] the conception of an intent worker who should find himself to the very end in presence but of the limp curiosity." And, James concludes, "the question that accordingly comes up, the issues of the affair, can be but whether the very secret of perception hasn't been lost" (XV, xv-xvi). The group oflionization stories thus presents one part of James's exposition of the artist's dilemma.
II
Faced with such a prospect as those stories depict, the Jamesian artist would hardly surprise us if he wished to escape so inimical a world and cross over to the other side of the hedge-as James has envisaged it in "The Great Good Place" (1900) . Because this fantastic escape is impossible,James has examined a possible alternative in the other group of stories about writers and artists, the possibility for the artist of being in the world but not of it, of continuing to live in the world but not on its terms. The strucrural tension in these stories arises, we may say, from the opposition in them of being to doing. The faithfully dedicated artist recognizes his need of patient leisure and " irresponsible spaces" for contemplation and careful couvage in order for his artistic conception to develop and Bower; but he is faced always with the importunate demands of the world that he look to his obligation of doing his duty, or producing something "to show." And if he does " produce"-publish books, paint pictures, carve statues which society can handle and heft, visit and view-then he will have succeeded in the impercipient and even imperceptive eyes of the world. Yet in doing his "duty" as the world expects, he runs the grave risk of misdirecting his energies and being unfaithful to his art; he risks rendering all to Caesar. Mark Ambient, "The Author of 'Beltraflio'" (r884), is well aware of these dangers and specifically warns his young admirer to beware of them. But the artist's problem, in these terms of being and doing, had been with James "from far back," as he would say. Its earliest appearance is in "The Madonna of the Future," and it is there expressed with the dichotomy between being and doing most sharply marked.
As its critics have noted, "The Madonna of the Future" offers, at least superficially, an ambiguous appearance: the reader sympathizes with poor Theobald (but isn't he a fake? or a joke?), yet feels some perhaps grudging admiration for the creator of the statuettes (rather naughty, but at least he gets things done and has something to show). The sceptical Mrs. Coventry explains Theobald's case to the narrator: "At the first hint that we were tired of waiting and that we should like the show to begin he was off in a huff. 'Great work requires time, contemplation, privacy, mystery! a ye of litde faith!' We answered that we didn't insist on a great work .. . that we merely asked for something to keep us from yawning . Theobald's somewhat inflated manner of expressing himself, complemented by the fact that, after all, he has done only the one little chalk drawing of Serafma's santo bambino, tempts the reader to dismiss him as rather ridiculous. But then one is pulled up short by Theobald's opposite number, the creator of the figurines-the cats and monkeys expressing "all human life"-an alternative way for the artist. The reader is further influenced by the opposition of the two men in their eonttasting attitudes to Serafina (who may be seen as a sort of muse figure): Theobald admires and adores her discreedy; his rival lustily carries her off-not even to the altar! Our sympathies are thus directed to poor foolish Theobald, the failure. and away from his clever rival. the successfiil creator of the figurines, and the story consequendy appears less ambiguous than it did at first glance. It seems even less so when we view it again after reading later stories ill which the same problem is posed and expressed not only through this same polar tension, but in the very terms with which the polar opposites are characterized in "The Madonna of the Future."
In these later stories we find, on the one hand. the world's demand (sometimes only implicit) that the artist do his public duty. that he produce something to "show" to justify his existence as an artist; and on the other hand we have the recognition (sometimes only implicit) that the artist will likely remain a "failure" in society's eyes, but that, likewise remaining faithful to his art, he will continue to be on the side of the angels. The case of Ralph Limbert, in "The Next Time" (1895), seems at first glance not quite to, fit our argument: Limbert does produce his works of art, after all. But in-effect (since even poor Theobald has his little chalk drawing to testify to his ability), the real point of the story is clearly that Limbert, ironically enough, is rendered incapable-by some unmentioned guardian angel, perhaps-of being false to himself: he cannot do what he is not; in James's words, he is unable to "make a sow's ear out of a silk purse" (XV, 204).7 But he has unmistakably failed in the eyes of the world, while his sister-in-law, Jane Highmore (who never spoke "of the hterary motive as ifit were distinguishable' from the pecuniary" [XV, 181 J), has succeeded wonderfully. James's opinion of that "success," which Limbert missed and Mrs. Highmore achieved with ease, emerges "in such pasSages as this:
Between our hostess [Mrs. Highmore] and Ray Limbert flourished the happiest relation, ,the only cloud on which was that her husband eyed him rather askance. When he was called clever this personage wanted to know what he had to "show"; it was certain that he showed nothing that could compare with Jane Highmore. Mr. Highmore took his stand on accomplished work and, turning up his coat-tails, warmed his rear with a good conscience at the neat bookcase ill which the generations of triplets were chronologically arranged. (XV, I75-6) Now Mr. Highmore obviously has a good deal in common with Mrs. If James tips the scales in this way against those who demand that the artist do something that shows, he also manipulates them positively in favour of the faithful artist and those who appreciate what he is. This manipulation appears in the form of religious imagery that runs through all these stories---the angelic motif, as we might say. We have already seen the religious imagery and heard the biblical tone of Theobald's utterances, as quoted above. We may note further that Serafma stoutly defends her discreet admirer by asserting, "I'm sure nostro signore has the heart of an angel and the virtue of a saint" (XIII, 477). James, regularly, in fact, expresses the valued life of art and the artist in terms of religious imageryof altars and temples and lighted tapers-and often the proper dedication to art in terms of dedication to the angels or of being on the side of the angels. Thus, the work of Ralph Limbert persists, in spite of his efforts, in "addressing itself to the angels" (XV, 211) . In "The Death of the Lion," we recall, Miss Fanny Hurter has "the face of an angel," and as the narrator feels the awakening of his faithful dedication to Paraday he experiences "the sense of an angel's having swept down and clasped me to his bosom" (XV, 105). The characterization of Frank Saltram ("The Coxon Fund") relies to a considerable extent on the imagery of temples, altars, and the kingdom of light. And all of this, of course, is closely associated with the presentation and development of Gabriel Nash in The Tragic Muse.
The Tragic Muse· offers the fullest development of the opposition in question (being-doing), and there tire dichotomy is almost as wide and as sharply marked as it is in "The Madonna of the Future." And all the characterizing terms of the two poles are present. Nick Dormer's problem in the novel is to make the right choice between his public duty-to follow the political career he has somewhat unwillingly begun in response to the wishes of family and friends-and what Gabriel Nash indicates as his duty to himself, his "irresponsible" penchant for painting. Family and friends are strongly opposed to his taking up the "vulgar little daubing trash-talking life" (VIII, 184), as his Inother calls it; his sister Grace prudently observes, "It isn't as if he'd do things people would like" (VIII, 230) . At the other pole stands Gabriel, who "communicated the poison" (VII, 182), as Nick says to him. Gabriel defends the aesthetic life; and in answer to Nick's asking him what he has "to show for it" (for his little system) Nash affinns that "having something to show's such a poor business. It's a kind of confession of failure." (V11, I78) He urges Nick to be faithful to the "conscience that's in us-that charming conversible infinite thing, the intensest thing we know .... One must do one's best to find the right .... " (VIII, 25) And when he returns, late in the novel, to find Nick doing fairly well as an artist, Nash's obvious disappointment indicates his consistency, his concern lest Nick "succeed" and thus become so involved in what he is doing as to lose sight of what he is supposed to be.
Gabriel Nash's representative function in the novel is perfectly apparent. His very name, indeed, is indicative of his role, summing up, as it does, his solid position on the side of the angels. "I shall never grow old," he tells Nick, "for I shall only be more and more" (VIII, 41I). 9 One is relninded, in this connection, of two comments of Emerson in "Works and Days." On the dangers of "success," he says: "A man has a reputation, and is no longer free. A man makes a picture or a book, and, if it succeeds, 'tis often the worse for him." The other is of nl0re general relevance: " 'Tis not important how the hero does this or this, but what he is. What he is will appear in every gesture and syllable."lo But in so far as the question -of source is concerned, we have James's own indication (in Notes of a SOIt and Brother) that the idea was instilled in him by his father rather than by Elnerson: "What we were to do ... was just to be something, something unconnected with specific doing, something free and uncommitted, something fmer in short than being that, whatever it was, might consist of"11 And one finds this idea expressed by the elder Henry James in his explanation of the "divine man" as artist, where he distinguishes between the free and spontaneous artist and the dutiful artisan.
12 ill -1 have dwelt on the Jamesian antinomy of being and doing because it seems to me one of the central concerns of his art and, further, because it relates closely to other central antinomies which define and stamp his work. The two groups of stories about artists and writers are closely involved. The kind of opposition at the heart of the "lionization" stories is connected very closely with the being-doing opposition we have been examining. In the latter group the problem for the artist is to distinguish clearly between what he is or desires to be, and what his "public" wishes him to do; in the former group the problem for society ("the world") is to distinguish between the essential being of the artist or the essence of his art, and the mere superficial appearance made by the person of the artist or by the surface of his work: the world must learn, in short, that "you can't tell a book by its cover." Now these antinomies in turn are closely related to the Jamesian metaphor of the international situation, which depends upon the opposition of "America" to "Europe." The dilemma of the innocent American is that he is confronted, in Europe, by a world which takes its stand on what shows: correct manners and conventional behaviour. The particular evil of this is that it permits the grossest hypocrisy: what one smoothly does is no necessary reflection of what one really is; the naive American, however (Daisy Miller and Bessie Alden are excellent examples among many), has no artifice to enable him to appear other than he actually is; like Ray Limbert he cannot do what he is not. In the case of the Europeanized American, the classical example of which is Gilbert Osmond, the character is reduced to nothing but his manner; "I'm not conventional: I'm convention itself," Osmond blandly confesses (IV, 2I). Therefore, the dichotomy threateningly confronts the naive American, presenting him with awful possibilities for personal tragedy; must he cease to be what he spontaneously is and learn to do things according to the way of the world? Is there a workable compromise possible? Can he come to terms with the world and not be overcome by it? The coming to terms with the world, for our representative American, results in something similar to the artist's coming to terms with the general public: he learns to recognize it for what it is and to admit the sacrifices necessary if he is to remain faithful to what he most values. Of course, our American, like the artist, ends a "failure." What is there in the way of success-as the world measures it-for Bessie Alden ("An International Episode"), for Christopher Newman, for Isabel Archer, for Lambert Strether? There is the recognition, I suppose, that they are better and wiser (like Hawthorne's Donatello) for their experience; there is the realization that they have remained faithful to "the conscience that's in us-that charming conversible thing, the intensest thing we know." And in this way, James implies, the tragedy of the human dilemma may be overcome.
I
Finally, one admits readily that James does not offer a comfortable solution to the problem of reconciling being and doing, or dissolving the opposition of art and the world. The nearest he can come to this is in the case of Ralph Limbert and Nick Dormer, who remain faithful (Limbert willy-nilly) to their sacred vocation by making the necessary sacrifice. James himself, of course, is the best example of the only possible way for the artist, as he remains faithful to his "own old pen." He did not resolve the antinomies but, like W. B. Yeats, employed the very problems they defined as the basic material, the particular donnees, of much of his art.
James thus continued to be himself and to court the favours of none but his own chaste muse, mon bon.
In this least didactic of writers there is implicit, nevertheless, an important lesson which is surely worth that attention of perusal which he absolutely invoked and everywhere took for granted: the way, straight and narrow as it may appear, to the only success worth the name is to eschew the world's rewards for superficial glamour and to remain faithful to the essential and enduring values.
notes .I
See his letter of March 8, 1870. to Wm. James: "Minnie Temple has it-moral spontaneity,"
The Letters oj J:Ienry James. ed. Percy Lubbock (New York, I92.0), I, 26. :2. The Novels and Tales (New York, 1907 -1917 . VII, v. Subsequent references to the New York Edition will be given, by volume and page number, in the text. 3 It may be objected that this is an erroneous interpretation of James's situation; as who should say: "as a professional writer he always wrote for money." But to reason, as some have, in this manner is surely to share in the confusion of Mrs. Jane Highmore ("The Next Time"), who never spoke of the literary motive as if it were distinguishable from the pecuniary; James appears to have felt that there was a distinction to be made between the two motives. 1955), pp. I BI, 200. James originally used the term to refer to his own failure in the theatre, in a letter to his brother, William, of January 9. 1895-after the failure of "Guy Domville" (see Letters, ed. Lubbock, I. 229)-, :8 It is a short half-step, for James published this story originally in The Soft Side (London, 1900) , in company with "The Great Good Place," "The Real Right Thing." and "The Tree of Knowledge," among others; and he included it io volume ,XVI of the New York Edition.
